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Abstract 
 A central goal in social science research is developing descriptive and causal inferences from 
observable data (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994). Following this perspective,  we propose ethnography 
as a methodological imperative in public relations research that seeks to develop descriptive inferences 
about the influence of an organization’s culture on its social ecology. The ethnographic imperative in 
research design is derived from two interlocked, epistemological commitments in research design. First, 
a view that the culture of an organization is constituted as a system of shared knowledge that is socially 
transmitted over time among organizational members. Second, as a consequence, the cognitive setting for 
actor-based models of organizational social relationships and imperatives is cultural in nature. Based on 
these commitments, ethnography as a methodological imperative is specifically enjoined when research 
derived from cocreational public relations theories is explicitly set in sociocultural analysis of those 
organizations. The strength of this ethnographic imperative in research design is reflected by the degree 
of congruency between the descriptive inferences drawn from ethnographic data and the theoretical 
context within which such inferences are situated.   
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 The development of descriptive and causal inferences is central to all types of social 
science research whether quantitative or qualitative in nature (King et al., 1994, p. 7).  Based on 
this perspective, we propose ethnography as a methodological imperative in public relations 
research design when descriptive inferences are sought to identify the influence of an 
organization’s culture on its social ecology. We take this inferential context for the intersection 
of sociocultural analysis and organizational social ecology to be an essential consideration for 
the development of public relations theory and the consequent elaboration of imperatives for 
public relations practice.  
 Organizational social ecology is a subset of problems within the larger domain of 
organizational ecology (Aldrich, 1999; Amburgey & Rao, 1996; Baum & Amburgey, 2000; 
Hannan & Freeman, 1989). Derived from this foundation, organizational social ecology 
subsumes some of the research programs in public relations that explore and describe 
organization relationships with various aspects of its social environment (for example, Cutlip, 
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Center & Broom’s “Adjustment and Adaptation” model, 2009). This approach to public relations 
has come to represent one of the major perspectives to organize public relations theory and 
practice (Broom, 2009; Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2000; Grunig, 1992; Heath & Vasquez, 2001; 
Lattimore, Baskin, Heiman, & Toth, 2012; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000; Seitel, 2007; Wilcox, 
Cameron, Reber, & Shin, 2011) (e.g., An early formulation of an ecological perspective was 
provided by Cutlip and Center in 1952 as the Adjustment and Adaptation Model of public 
relations (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2006). The central claim of this model identifies the 
functional significance of public relations as helping organizations “adjust and adapt to changes 
in their environments” (Cutlip, et al., 2006, p. 175).These perspectives are “ecological” because 
they locate the organizing context of public relations practice in the relationship between an 
organization and its social environment (Everett, 1990, 1993). Social ecology highlights the 
interdependent relationship of the social environment and the organization as it plays out in the 
organization's efforts to be responsive to its environment (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000).  
 Social ecology recognizes the reciprocal influences among people, social organizations 
and physical environments (Abu-Lughod, 1966). In a comprehensive statement of the area, 
Wright & Hill, (2011) characterize social ecology as “an inquiry into subjectivity and 
relationships” (p. 3). Therefore, social ecology describes the relative adaptive state of an 
organization to its social context. For public relations, social ecology is represented by, for 
example, the relative stability of an organization's reputation and legitimacy among stakeholders, 
the state of the organization's public opinion environment and its relations with key stakeholders.  
 In the larger theoretical frame of organizational social ecology, public relations research 
based on a sociocultural approach creates an ethnographic imperative that follows from the 
conjunction of two fundamental epistemological commitments. The first is the view that the 
culture of an organization is constituted as a system of shared knowledge that is socially 
transmitted over time among organizational members. Second, as a consequence, the assumption 
that the cognitive setting for actor-based models of organizational social relationships and 
imperatives (e.g., those sought in cocreational theories) is cultural in nature. In the context of 
these commitments, the work of King, et al. (1994) on descriptive inferences are integrated to 
identify the importance of congruency between theoretical perspective and methodological 
choice in public relations research design. This congruency sets the rationale for an ethnographic 
imperative in sociocultural analysis to describe the influence of an organizational culture on its 
social ecology by analysis of its member knowledge. Such research is framed in the task of 
inferring how the collective knowledge structures of the organization influence and shape 
relationships with various aspects of its social environment including public opinion, stakeholder 
attitudes and perceptions of reputation, and legitimacy. 
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1. The “sociocultural turn” in public relations research: on the problematic nature of 
public relations 
 A largely unresolved but continuing challenge in public relations theory is identification 
of the nature of public relations itself and the consequent imperatives for practice. The debate has 
endured for over 20 years despite strong arguments such as Ledingham’s (2008) call for a 
sustained effort to "integrate scholarship and practice" (p. 254).  Such vitality for an apparently 
intractable challenge suggests that consensus about the challenge is probably more chimera than 
practicality.  
 While a lack of consensus about the essential domain of public relations is reflected in 
scholarly public relations literature, a consistent view has endured that a central task of public 
relations theory and practice is a focus on relationships between an organization and its social 
environment; i.e., its social ecology (e.g.:Baskin, Aronoff, & Lattimore, 1997; Broom, 2009; 
Broom & Dozier, 1986; Crable & Vibbert, 1985; Ledingham, 2003; Ledingham & Bruning, 
2000; Long & Hazelton, 1987; Wilcox, et al., 2011).  A primordial effort in this tradition was 
Ferguson's call " to focus on the relationships between organizations and their publics as the unit 
of analysis and focus of theorizing” (cited in Botan & Taylor, 2004, p. 648). This focus is further 
supported by the dominant definition of public relations offered by Grunig and Hunt (1984) as 
the “management of communication between an organization and its publics” (p. 6). Central to 
the articulation of an ethnographic imperative in public relations research design that describes 
influences on organizational social ecology is the identification of a “sociocultural turn”  in that 
research (L'Etang, 2006, 2010). L’Etang (2006) argues that “positioning public relations research 
more broadly as a cultural and ideological practice engaged in complex inter-cultural processes 
and pulling back from technocratic concerns could assist the development of a clearer 
understanding of public relations work in international society, and its relationships to lifeworlds 
and the public sphere” (p. 393). In concert with previous elaborations of this sociocultural 
perspective for framing public relations theory and practice (e.g., see Everett, 1993), it is 
important to extend the embrace of L’Etang’s discussion to include the view that in addition to 
critical perspectives on sociocultural analysis, the sociocultural turn also embraces interpretive 
sociocultural analysis. In this context, organizations are characterized by systems of knowledge 
which are shared among group members and transmitted over time among members- the 
organizational culture (for example see the classic formulation of this approach in Weick, (1969, 
1979), and Schein (1984)).  
 
2. The problem of congruency in theory and methodology in public relations research 
design  
 The received view of the relationship between theory and methodology is captured with 
de Vaus’s (2001) assertion that “data for any design can be collected with any data collection 
method” (p.9). Contrary to this “any method will do” approach, in some cases when theoretical 
perspective and methodology are conjoined by the intersection of setting, perspective, and 
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inferential goals (i.e., descriptive vs causal inferences), it is possible to stipulate a necessary and 
sufficient methodological imperative for research design. That stipulation is induced by a 
warrant derived from theoretical perspectives that require certain categories of information. For 
example in the case of cocreational theories in public relations (Botan & Taylor, 2004), we 
assume that to describe cocreation as a process and identify its cognitive outcomes, there is, by 
definition, a need to describe actor-based models of organizational social relationships and the 
axiological imperatives for actors that hold them. As a consequence, when ethnography is seen 
as a methodological path to investigate cultural settings and processes, and such research is set in 
cocreational theories of public relations (i.e., focused on the description of actor-based models of 
social ecology), then ethnography becomes a theoretically induced, methodological imperative 
that is both sufficient and necessary in public relations research design. 
 In contrast to this approach, a more common research design in ethnographic work in 
public relations is based on what Kaplan (1963) has called "logic-in-use". In this formulation, 
ethnography is employed as various techniques such as participant observation to explore public 
relations problems. In a standard formulation of this approach, Botan and Taylor (2004) argue 
public relations problems are set in a variety of contexts, and while researchers adopt 
methodological lenses to understand and address the nature of these problems, they argue, " 
however, a particular theory or theoretic view is adopted to guide understanding and/or practice" 
(p. 651).  
This approach sublimates theoretical perspective to choices of methods which 
consequently runs counter to Kaplan’s (1963) classic boundaries for methodology and theory 
questions. When methodological choices are made at the problem level and subsequently infused 
with theoretical understanding, then ethnography’s consequent epistemological value to public 
relations research is also set at that problem level. While such use of ethnographic techniques 
may be sufficient in a research design, they are not necessary and this attribute reduces both 
ethnography’s organic relevance to the design and its epistemological value to the study. 
 Consequently, problem-centric approaches in which a theory is adopted post hoc to guide 
understanding can be distinguished from approaches in which theory is set as a way of “seeing” 
context and problem.  Thus, when the logic-in-use (Kaplan, 1963) to employ ethnography is set 
at the intersection of theory, setting and inferential goal, that intersection constitutes a 
theoretically induced, methodological imperative that is both sufficient and necessary in public 
relations research design to describe the influence of an organization’s culture on its social 
ecology inferred from the socially acquired, collective knowledge structures of members (i.e., the 
organizational culture).  
 In the context of a theoretically induced, methodological imperative in public relations 
research design, ethnography increases what Marshall and Rossman (1999) refer to as the 
“epistemological integrity” of research. This improvement is accomplished because it improves 
“the logical and compelling connections between genre, overall strategy, research questions, 
design, and methods” (p. 60). As the epistemological integrity of a study increases, so do the 
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quality and value of the descriptive inferences drawn from such studies (King, Keohane, & 
Verba, 1994, p. 8). These methodologists contend that such goals for research, whether 
qualitative or quantitative, are the “key distinguishing mark for scientific research”. It is only 
through efforts to increase the congruency of the components of research design that are 
identified by Marshall and Rossman that the classic challenge presented by Hume’s (2000) 
problem of induction can at least be mollified if not vanquished in qualitative studies generally, 
and ethnography specifically.  
 
3.  The ethnographic enterprise 
 In the articulation of ethnography as a methodological imperative for the exploration of 
cultural influences on the social ecology of an organization, it is essential to identify more 
precisely the nature of the ethnographic enterprise generally. A discussion of ethnography as a 
methodology must be distinguished from using  the term of ethnography to identify a set of 
research techniques. Kaplan’s (1963) classic statement frames the distinction: “I mean by 
methodology the study- the description, the explanation, and the justification- of methods, and 
not the methods themselves” (p.18). There exists an array of understandings about ethnography 
as a methodology. Ethnographic enquiry seeks to discover meanings and perceptions of people in 
a social collective and interpret their understandings in the context of their world view (Crotty, 
1998). An ethnographic account details selected aspects of a culture in written form (van 
Maanen, 1978). As a basic form of social research, ethnography offers researchers opportunities 
to study small-scale settings focusing on participants in everyday contexts and involves data 
from a range of sources (Hammersley, 1990). Mitchell (2007) highlights the importance of 
context in ethnography: 
 
A major part of the legitimacy for this induction process is careful attention within 
ethnographic work to the context of events, since it is assumed that events seen out of 
context might be misunderstood. Indeed so central is context that it is not merely a 
precondition for the development of general theory out of a particular event; rather, 
context when well described is the development of theory. (p. 55) 
 
Ethnography features “up-close involvement of the researcher in some form of 
participative role in the natural everyday setting to be studied” (Stewart, 1998, p. 6).  Most 
importantly for the purposes of this discussion, Stewart argues that the researcher is the 
instrument, who, over time, coupled with the experiences of participants, seeks to synthesise 
“disparate observations to create a holistic construct of ‘culture’ or ‘society’” (p. 6). It is this 
explicit inferential goal of description of a particular culture that establishes the warrant for 
ethnography to serve as necessary and sufficient methodological “glue” to bind the various parts 
of a research design identified by Marshall and Rossman (1999).  
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This sense of explicitness in research design is echoed in the view of Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1995) that an “ethnography” encompasses a set of methods that involve a researcher 
(ethnographer) participating in people’s lives for an extended period with the aim to make sense 
of their world. This view follows what Geertz (1973) describes as a semiotic or meaning 
approach, as the aim is thick description providing context to observed processes. Geertz (1973) 
notes description needs to move beyond attribution to culture as the cause, and he argues, 
“culture is not a power, something to which social events, behaviours, institutions, or processes 
can be causally attributed: it is a context, something within which they can be intelligibly – that 
is thickly  described" (p. 14). 
For Ybema, Yanow, Wels, and Kamsteeg (2009) organizational ethnography is defined 
as an ethnographic study of an organization and their organizing processes. Organizational 
ethnography is frequently used in organizational studies because it allows for deeper 
understanding and accommodates multiple perspectives of organizational processes (Fine, 
Morrill, & Surianarain, 2009). Organizational ethnographies differ from traditional ethnography 
as people in a setting are organized around prescriptive goals and formalized rules governing 
status, relationships and behaviours (Rosen, 1991). Organizations can be conceptualized as 
“hermetically sealed worlds” (Rosen, 1991, p. 4).    
According to van Maanen, Sorensen and Mitchell (2007), organizational ethnographies 
are designed to discover, explain and give some order to observable phenomena and social 
processes that characterize organizational behaviours. In this view,  an ethnography requires a 
researcher to account for patterns of organizational member activities through knowledge of the 
organizational culture (van Maanen, 2002). 
Ybema et al (2009) identified seven distinguishing properties of interpretive 
organizational ethnography: firsthand accounts using combined fieldwork methods, the 
uncovering of complex dimensions of power and emotion, context sensitive, actor centred 
analysis, meaning making, multivocality and reflexivity and positionality.  
Organizational ethnographies have been used in researching a variety of organizational 
settings and contexts including development of programs (Bartle, Couchonnal, Canda, & Staker, 
2002), accessing health services (Bruni, 2006), doctors without borders in the Congo (Cooren, 
Brummans, & Charrieras, 2008) and shadowing non humans (Bruni, 2005). There is continuing 
scholarly support for organizational ethnographies as a suitable methodology to explore 
organizational contexts (see, for example, Cunliffe, 2010), and this call is echoed more recently 
in the public relations literature (L'Etang, Hodges, & Pieczka, 2010). Historically, Everett (1990) 
argued that organizational ethnography is suitable for theory building in public relations “given 
models of reciprocal change and effects in organization-environment relationships” (p. 242). 
According to Hammersley (1990) the purpose of an ethnography is to capture what he describes 
as a native view of reality, “…we have no access to an independent reality: all we have are 
interpretations, and the ethnographers account is just as much an interpretation as are those of the 
people that he or she is studying” (p. 14). Geertz (1973) identifies this as anthropological 
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absorption to capture meaning, hence “the degree to which its meaning varies according to the 
pattern of life by which it is informed” (p. 14). Geertz (1973) articulates this process of capturing 
social discourses: 
The ethnographer “inscribes” social discourse; he [sic] writes it down. In doing so, he 
[sic] turns it from a passing event, which exists only in its own moment of occurrence, 
into an account, which exists in its inscriptions and can be consulted. (p. 19) 
 
 Based on these views that ethnography as a methodological choice is about establishing 
and describing actor-based models of individual and group social knowledge, we can now turn to 
explore a sample how ethnography has been employed in public relations studies. 
 
4. Ethnographic studies in public relations literature 
 To explore ethnography as a methodological strategy in public relations research, and its 
consequent value to the development of defensible descriptive inferences to inform the body of 
knowledge in public relations, it is necessary to describe its logic-in-use in public relations 
research literature. While ethnography has not been widely embraced in public relations, several 
studies have employed various ethnographic techniques to explore different contexts, practices 
and concepts. Daymon and Holloway (2011) contend that ethnography in public relations is 
“tentative” and confined to such contexts as cross/intercultural studies, community groups, and 
organizational practices.  
Daymon and Hodges (2009) used an ethnographic approach to explore public relations 
practices in Mexico City. Palenchar, Heath, and Dunn (2005) undertook an ethnography to 
investigate risk communication. Moffitt (1992) used ethnography to conceptualize a public with 
the goal of challenging institutional paradigms of public relations and gain insights into notions 
of meaning and audience. This study developed the argument that “employing ethnography as 
research method facilitates the cultural studies perspective that privileges meaning in the 
receiver” (p.17). 
Sriramesh (1992, 1996) explored and analyzed public relations activities in Indian 
organizations. In subsequent work, Sriramesh (2000) employs ethnography in a mixed 
methodology to examine Grunig’s models of public relations in Indian contexts. Everett (1990) 
employed organizational ethnography to explore adaptive strategies in a non-profit organization 
and argued such strategies were as much a result of influences of the organization’s culture on 
decision-making as environmental imperatives. 
 Critical scholar L’Etang (2006) laments the failure by public relations researchers to 
engage more readily with ethnographic research, indicating that because ethnography has been 
employed rarely as a research tool, there is relatively little understanding of public relations 
practitioners as an occupational group (p. 27). 
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5. Summary of logic-in-use for ethnography in public relations research 
 This brief overview of a sample of logic-in-use for employing ethnography in public 
relations research reveals an essential distinction between ethnography as a 'problem-based' 
research strategy and its use derived from a methodological imperative based on a theoretical 
warrant to describe particular cultural settings. The sample of ethnographic studies documents 
that ethnography in public relations research is frequently framed by a logic-in-use set at the 
problem level. In such a context, no methodological imperative can be set outside of a theoretical 
warrant, and no theoretical warrant can be set for research designs at the problem level. 
 When ethnographic techniques are employed to explore research problems, two 
consequences emerge. First, the logic of its use in these circumstances sets boundary conditions 
for its epistemological value at the problem level. In these terms, ethnographic techniques (for 
example, participant observation, intensive interviewing, etc)  inform research problems as 
technical tools rather than developing defensible descriptive inferences based on a theoretical 
warrant to describe a particular cultural setting. Thus, in problem-based approaches to public 
relations research, ethnography is consigned the role of providing a set of techniques to explore 
problems.  
 
6. Descriptive inference and ethnography in public relations research design 
 To distinguish ethnography as a methodological guide to develop credible inferential 
enterprise compared to a logic-in-use set at the problem level, there must exist a strong, explicit 
relationship between a theory to see a research problem and ways of exploring that problem. At 
this level, ethnography as a methodology serves as a necessary and sufficient warrant for the 
development of descriptive inferences when it is employed to describe particular cultural settings 
rather than when its component methods serve a logic-in-use to explore a particular problem. In 
the former context, the theory/ method congruency will encumber the nature of the descriptive 
inferences drawn from the data - the reports, perceptions, beliefs and values of the culture’s 
members. It is this encumbrance that necessarily stipulates ethnography as a methodological 
imperative in research design related to the exploration of how a culture influences the social 
ecology of an organization. While the encumbrance does not inhibit the data from informing the 
theory, it does mean that the theory provides an understanding of what data is meaningful in the 
research project (see King, Keohane & Verba, 1994). As such, ethnography becomes not simply 
a choice among a set of techniques, but rather a theoretically induced methodological guide to 
understanding a cultural setting. It is exactly in this role of guiding the descriptive inferences 
from observed participant level data that works to increase a study’s epistemological value. The 
increase results from the theory/methodology congruency and, with respect to the nature of the 
ethnographic enterprise, that congruency is set by the effort to develop descriptive inferences 
about a particular cultural setting. Ethnography as a methodological imperative sets the 
exploration of cultural settings as the explicit inferential goal for a research program that would 
seek to describe cultural influences on organizational social ecology.  
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 Such a view stands in contrast to many ethnographic studies in public relations in which 
ethnography is employed as a 'set of techniques' to examine a research problem and set outside 
the goal of developing inferences about a particular cultural setting. Thus, we make a distinction 
between problem-based, instrumentalist uses of ethnography- a set of techniques to explore a 
problem - and ethnography as a theoretically induced, methodological imperative in public 
relations research. While the latter condition for employing ethnography sets boundary 
conditions for its use, it also enhances the credibility and reliability of descriptive inferences. 
This enhancement is a function of the degree of congruency (tightness of fit) between theory and 
methodology in a research design. That congruency is highest when ethnography is a means to 
the development of descriptive inferences about a cultural setting rather than simply a bundle of 
techniques to describe member beliefs, values, and perceptions for their own sake. Such work is 
no less interesting, but it does not provide a methodological imperative to employ ethnography.  
 
7. Towards ethnography as a methodological imperative in public relations research design 
 Based on this discussion between a logic-in-use set by a problem versus a theoretically 
induced methodological imperative, when one begins from the starting point that the signal task 
of public relations is grounded in efforts to understand and interpret the social ecology of 
organizational relationships, then a series of consequent research challenges emerge: 
 
(1) The description of the collective beliefs that characterize organizational members - 
transmitted socially and over time (i.e., the organizational culture) - about their social 
environment and the consequent operational imperatives,  
(2) The linking of those collective beliefs to the problem of how the public relations 
function shapes understanding and actions toward that social environment, and  
(3) Description of the influence of those collective beliefs and the formal actions of 
public relations that help set the adaptive state of the organization. 
 
 The first challenge constitutes the study of organizational culture set in sociocultural 
theories of public relations. It is this research commitment that establishes a foundational 
element for the idea of an ethnographic methodological imperative in public relations research 
that seeks descriptive inferences about the influence of an organization’s culture on its social 
ecology. Following the perspectives of anthropologists including Durham (1991), Goodenough 
(2003) and others, culture is viewed as “systems of symbolically encoded conceptual phenomena 
that are socially and historically transmitted within and between populations” (Durham 1991, p. 
9). Culture operating as a learned system of shared knowledge assists members of a group to 
relate and cope with their environment (Bates, 2001). Culture represents the “social realisations 
or enactments of ideational designs-for-living in particular environments” (Keesing, 1974, p. 82). 
For Soho (2000), a cultural system is defined as “a coherent set of interdependent values related 
together as a way of evaluation and choice including the means of their expression and 
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communication, and possibly including a means for the challenge, the establishment and the 
disestablishment of values” (p. 362).   
Cultural ecology describes the adaptation of groups through cultural means (Steward, 
1977; Sutton & Anderson, 2004). More specifically, the exploration of cultural influences on the 
social ecology of organizations in public relations research examines  how a group understands 
and experiences its environment and the ways it seeks to adapt to those environments (Frake, 
1962; Sutton & Anderson, 2004; Winthrop, 1991). Everett (1996) argues that culture  “mediates 
the effects of the organizational environment on the organization as well as organizational action 
toward the environment” (p. 182). L’Etang (2006) anticipates and soundly articulates these 
directions when she notes “positioning public relations research more broadly as a cultural and 
ideological practice engaged in complex inter-cultural processes and pulling back from 
technocratic concerns could assist the development of a clearer understanding of public relations 
work in international society, and its relationships to life worlds and the public sphere” (p. 393). 
 Following from the value of the first challenge to description and understanding in public 
relations theory and research, the second challenge constitutes a prerequisite to establish a 
methodological imperative to employ ethnography in public relations research design engaged to 
service the development of descriptive inferences about the influences of an organization’s 
culture on its social ecology. As observed in the beginning of this discussion, the identification 
of methodological imperatives in a research program refines both the nature of the research 
design for such research and the epistemological value of the research product to public relations 
theory and practice. 
 Finally, when the culture of an organization plays a role in a group’s understanding and 
action toward a social environment, then the third challenge constitutes the study of 
organizational evolution and adaptation set in the context of organizational social ecology. When 
the essential role of public relations is viewed as describing and understanding organizational 
relationships with a social environment, these three challenges constitute a nested, necessary, and 
interdependent set of lenses to the study and practice public relations. Together the challenges 
open an understanding of the significance of ethnography, operating as a methodological 
imperative in research design, to improving the reliability and value of descriptive inferences 
based on collective beliefs and values of members that identify and describe organization/ 
environment relationships. More specifically, the intertwined nature of the three challenges 
provide a substantive approach for identifying and describing the relationship between what 
members of an organization “know” how such knowledge shapes their social ecology, and how 
that social ecology shapes organizational evolution and adaptation over time. 
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